Loss of " royal oak " and war at sea, november 8, 1939
defences were of two kinds. First, the physical obstructions by
nets, booms and blockships ; and secondly, by small patrolling
craft upon the approaches to the various entrances or Sounds,
which are seven in number.
Neither the physical obstructions nor the patrolling craft were
in that state of strength and efficiency required to make the
anchorage absolutely proof, as it should have been, against the
attack of a U-boat on the surface or half-submerged at high water.
Measures had been taken, and were being taken, to improve the
physical obstructions, and the last blockship required reached
Scapa Flow only on the day after the disaster occurred. All the
more was it necessary, while these defences were incomplete, that
the patrolling craft should have been particularly numerous. But
from a variety of causes connected with the movements of the
Fleet, which was not at that time using the anchorage, these
patrolling craft were reduced below what was required. I am
unable to enter into details, because a full explanation—and no
explanation is worth giving unless it is full—would reveal to the
enemy matters which would throw a light upon our methods of
defence. This light would illuminate for them not only the past
but the future. It would not be right to discuss in public, in time
of war, these intimate matters of naval defence, and I ask the
House with confidence to support the Admiralty in their decision.
I must content myself by saying that the long and famed im-
munity which Scapa Flow, with its currents and defences, had
gained in the last war, had led to a too easy valuation of the dangers
which were present. An undue degree of risk was accepted, both
at the Admiralty and in the Fleet. At the same time I must point
out that many risks are being accepted inevitably by the Fleets
and by the Admiralty as part of the regular routine of keeping the
seas, and these risks which were unadvisedly run at Scapa Flow
seemed to highly competent and responsible persons to be no greater
than many others.
No more striking measure of the strong sense of security against
U-boats which dominated all minds at Scapa Flow can be found
than in the fact that, after one torpedo from the first volley had
actually struck the Royal Oak none of the vigilant and experienced
officers conceived that it could be a torpedo. The danger from
the air was the one first apprehended, and large numbers of the crew
took up their air-raid stations under the armour, and were thereby
doomed, while at the same time the captain and admiral were
examining the alternative possibilities of an internal explosion. It
was in these conditions that the second volley of torpedoes was
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